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THE HISTORICAL STUDY OF THE BIBLE AND THE EXTENSION 
OF CHRISTIANITY 

SIGNS OF PROGRESS IN MISSIONARY WORK 

There are many facts to encourage the hope that we are entering 
upon a new era in the extension of Christianity throughout the world. 
Practically all lands of the world are now open to Christian mission- 
aries, and opportunities and possibilities such as the world never 
knew before now confront the Christian church. In China especially 
a situation has developed which offers to Christianity an almost 
unlimited opportunity to make itself felt as a controlling factor in the 
future history of the world. Shaken from that contentment with its 
own past and contempt of occidental nations which down to its 
defeat by Japan in 1895 had for centuries characterized its life, China 
is reaching out, with an eagerness that is pathetic, to grasp those 
things which, as it now recognizes, have made western nations in 
many respects superior to itself. Among these things education and 
religion hold a place of first importance. Establishing tens of thou- 
sands of schools at home, and bidding the teachers in these schools 
introduce the western learning, and in some provinces the Bible, 
China at the same time instructs her commissioners to the western 
lands to find, if they may, a new religion for China. 

Simultaneously with this opening of the doors of opportunity in the 
Orient, multitudes of young men and women in this country have had 
their thoughts turned to foreign countries as the possible field of their 
life-work, and to teaching and preaching as the form of that work. 
In a period in which splendid rewards, material and intellectual, 
await educated men in all the various departments of engineering, 
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in business, and in the professions, there is nevertheless a large com- 
pany of young men who are looking eagerly toward Christian work 
among oriental peoples as affording them the most satisfying and 
rewarding career in life. 

SIMULTANEOUS CHANGES IN CHRISTIAN THOUGHT 

But in the same years in which these things have come to pass, 
great changes have been going on in the thought of the Christian 
world as to the content of the message which Christianity has to bear to 
the non-Christian world. The influences which have brought about 
these changes have proceeded from biological science, from psychol- 
ogy and philosophy, especially in the development of a new concep- 
tion of the nature of knowledge and of authority in the sphere of 
belief and conduct, and from historical study, especially in its influence 
upon the method of Bible study and the conception of the Bible itself. 

EFFECT ON CHRISTIANITY AS A MISSIONARY RELIGION 

Have these changes shorn Christianity of its power? Is it an 
enfeebled Christianity that confronts these new and unparalleled 
opportunities in the eastern lands ? Or have they fitted it better to 
meet them and more effectively to use them ? Have they weakened 
or strengthened Christianity as a missionary religion ? We shall at- 
tempt to answer this question only in respect to the influence that 
has been exerted by the adoption of the historical point of view in 
the study of the Bible. 

In the first place, it has transferred the emphasis from the theology 
of the Bible to its religion. Once it was believed that the theology of 
the Bible was homogeneous and uniform throughout all the books 
that constitute it. But with the recognition, consequent upon the 
adoption of the historical point of view, that the books of the Bible 
reflect a considerable variety of theological opinion, there has come, 
not indeed a diminished interest in the theology of the Bible, but a 
recognition that it is not this after all that is vital to the development 
of present-day religious lif e. With this has gone naturally the percep- 
tion, on the one hand, that the religion of the Bible is far more homo- 
geneous than its theology, and, on the other, that it is religion more 
than theology that men need, and that the pre-eminent service which 
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the Bible is adapted to render is to enable men through contact with 
the religious lif e which it portrays to enter into deeper religious life 
themselves. 

In the second place, there has been, paradoxically but naturally, 
a transfer of emphasis from the historical to the religious. Para- 
doxical, because it is at first sight strange that the historical study of 
the Bible should diminish emphasis on the historical. But precisely 
this it does. Formerly this dogma of inerrancy was applied, not only 
to those statements of the biblical writers which had directly to do 
with religion and morals, but also to those that pertain to history, to 
literature, even to biological science. Now, the historical student is 
certainly not indifferent to statements of this kind. Every one of 
them is valuable for his purposes. But the more he is concerned with 
them as a historian, the clearer it becomes to him that these are but 
the vehicle that conveys to us the real values of the Bible — those great 
religious experiences, personal and racial, and those insights into the 
meaning of these experiences, which make the Bible not only un- 
surpassed, but unequaled, in the religious literature of the world. 

The result of these changes of emphasis is a Christianity which, 
being relieved of the burden of historical and literary theories, and 
freed from untenable claims of inerrancy and from overemphasis upon 
theology as distinguished from religion, rests its appeal to the adher- 
ents of other religions on its power to produce a higher type of char- 
acter than they have developed. 

THE RESULT — A GAIN FOR MISSIONS 

All this is a gain from the missionary point of view. Why, by com- 
plicating our presentation of it with theories concerning the origin of 
the race, or the chronological order and method of production of the 
books of the Bible, should we make the acceptance of Christianity 
more difficult for the nations of the Orient which are today in need of 
its uplifting and enlightening influence ? Why should we teach them } 
what they will surely be compelled later to unlearn, that these books 
are inerrant historically, scientifically, and theologically? Were all 
these claims true, it would be difficult to justify active effort to bring 
Christianity to the attention of non-Christian peoples, were it not also 
true that it can make men better, adding to their welfare now and in 
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the future. And if this be so, then we do well to keep this aspect of 
the matter in the foreground. The fewer untenable or debatable 
elements with which our message is complicated, the simpler and 
plainer the issue is made, the clearer it is that Christians are impelled 
to bring their religion to those who are living under another faith 
because of their conviction that it is good for those to whom they 
bring it, the more rapid progress will be made. 

CHRISTIANITY OF TODAY REPEATING THE EXPERIENCE OF THE FIRST 

CENTURY 

That great missionary of the first century, the apostle Paul, was 
constrained to strip away from that religion which he had learned 
from his childhood, and which is today the historic basis of our 
religion, a large part of that which had been regarded as essential to 
it, even though for some of these discarded elements he could have 
quoted a " Thus saith the Lord " from his and our sacred Scriptures. 
He did this, first because his own experience and his observation of 
the experience of others had taught him that these things no longer 
contributed to the development of moral and religious life, and 
secondly because insistence upon them proved a serious hindrance 
to the acceptance of Christianity by the gentiles. The Christian 
church has but haltingly followed in the footsteps of the great apostle. 
Though it has never re-enacted circumcision and the law of foods 
which Paul so explicitly rejected, it has rarely had the courage to ad- 
mit and to follow the general principle on which Paul rejected these, 
and it has incumbered itself in every generation and sect with many 
impedimenta, hindering its progress at home and its acceptance abroad. 

What Paul did in his day, radically and with magnificent courage, 
the historical study of the Bible has, less radically and with less need 
of courage, done again in our day — stripped away some of the impedi- 
menta of religion and given us a Christianity better fitted to fulfil its 
world-mission than that which had come down to us clothed in the 
hindering garments of tradition. Divine Providence has not been 
working at cross-purposes with itself. The opening of all the doors, 
the removing of all the obstacles, has come coincidentally, not with the 
enfeeblement and corruption of Christianity, but with its emancipation 
from the hindering assertion of irrelevant and indefensible theories. 



